
historicist readings of ancient texts (a concept reiterated in the last essay,
'Ovid the censor'); or that he strongly believes that interpretations of both
model and alluding text are not fixed or immutable, taking issue with an
approach which consists in considering 'the meaning of the allusion as
open, problematic, negotiable, while the meaning of the model is thought
to be reasonably certain and univocal' (142); or that concepts such as
'evaluation' or 'aesthetic judgment' need to be reassessed and recon~

sidered. I found this chapter particularly valuable in that it provides a low
key, dispassionate, and balanced account of what is important and what
ought to be marginal in this field of study.

The collection, clearly directed at a specialist readership, provides
an excellent introduction to several issues in the area of intertextuality and
although the density ofargumentation in some of the chapters might prove
discouraging to beginners, the lucidity and originality displayed throughout
should appeal to serious postgraduate students ofclassics.

SiraDambe
University ofSouth Africa, Pretoria

Maurizio Bettini, Classical Indiscretions: A Millennial EnqUiry into the
State of the Classics. Translated by John McManamon. London:
Duckworth, 200 I. pp. 160. ISBN 0-7156-2970-0 (Pb). £12.99

This slim volume, first published in Italian under the title I classici nell 'eta
dell'indiscrezione (1995), is bound to elicit conflicting responses, relating
to both matters of style and contents. The manner ofexposition is diffuse,
and the book recalls in its development a series of essays appearing over
time in a literary newspaper rather than a sequence of chapters tightly
arranged around a core theme. The relaxed style, humorous delivery, and
pervasive irony create a mood more reminiscent ofa cultured conversation
between knowledgeable peers than oftutorials delivered in earnest. At first
reading. a general impression is formed of amused detachment, urbane
disapproval of contemporary myths/foibles, and elegantly worn erudition.
Indeed, some might contend that the undeniable charm of the style
somewhat obfuscates the author's thesis, or even substitutes for one. I
think, however, that such a response would not do justice to the seriousness
of purpose that underlies the discursive exposition and to the passionate
engagement Bettini (B.) holds with the classics; a concern perhaps too
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accumulating evidence from seemingly disparate or unrelated elements,
which are drawn together at the conclusion of the chapter. This approach
reaps the advantages ofvivacity and unexpectedness, but sows the seeds of
uncertainty as well: the reader is keen to turn another page, but at times
hardly knows where he is going, or where he is coming from. Nevertheless,
a leading thread gradnally becomes discernible: from chapter to chapter the
relationship between various aspects oftime and the functions ofwriting is
examined within the perspective of contemporary methods of 'consump
tion' of classical texts. B. confines his discussion to Western literary
culture, a field which provides him with the opportunity to display his
wide-ranging knowledge and independent thinking, and to locate
consistently the intersecting of antiquity and modernity within the Greco
Roman sphere of influence.

The first chapter, 'The age of futility', begins with a scathing
comment by Seneca on his contemporaries' passion for learning useless
things (inane studium supervacua discendi) and concludes with a novel
interpretation of the myth of Sisyphus by a Japanese scholar. In between,
B. guides the reader through a concise consideration ofthe lurid fascination
which trivialities - skilfully manipulated by mass media - exercise upon
contemporary consumers. B. rightly emphasises the levelling or
'flattening' of importance of the items which 'make news'. This reviewer
bappens to nurture a similar revulsion for information overdose and the
reductive levelling it produces, but B.'s views, though they may elicit
sympathetic nods of acknowledgment from many classicists, do come
across as a curiously quaint WId somewhat ineffectual, ifconsistently civil,
reflection on contemporary addictions to various species of vulgarity. The
'simultaneous consumption in vast quantities' (11) of trivia, which are fed
to an ever-hungry public is, however, amusedly in part accounted for by a
seemingly inexplicable, but nevertheless real, connection amongst
disparate events, a 'secret sympatheia' (12), which renders a discriminating
choice between important and trivial knowledge increasingly difficult.

Seneca's question (Haec sciam? Et qUid ignorem?, 'Do I need to
know these things? And wbat can I afford to ignore?'), which succinctly
poses the dilemma of available time vs. vast quantities of written
information, is carried over into Cb. 2, 'The tyranny oftime' ,and expanded
to include both an examination of contemporary enslavement to
calendars/anniversaries and a brief excursus on memory: 'From the
moment that writing was introduced in Western civilization, a process of
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progressive delegation began. We have reduced evel)'1:hing to "text",
transformed evel)'1:hing into letters. Now that memory has moved
outside the confines of an individual mind, it has become a truly
immense machine' (29). Constrained between a vast archive ofwritten
information and 'the personification ofour cultural past' (35) by means
of anniversaries (both subtle forms of imprisonment), it is no wonder
that our age turns to the classics with an 'Urge for instant gratification'
(the title of Ch. 3), an urge satisfied by the use of selections,
anthologies, quotations - any form, in fact, oftextual abridgment which
can provide a concise, well arranged, and digestible array oflingnistic
or literary information. B. comes into his own in this chapter: I cannot
even attempt to, describe the quietly dazzling analysis which he begins
by examining the Italian concept of sfizio (untranslatable, but
translated here as 'buzz'); he continues by clarifYing the cultural
location ofsfizio by paralleling it with rocket (the herb) and contrasting
it with lettuce, and concludes with an excursus on the abuses that are,
and could be, perpetrated through extracts, quotations, Latin anagrams,
classic abridgments to satisfy the need for fast acquisition of
knowledge: 'For instance, you could take out of the Iliad all those
battles and councils of the gods which serve no real purpose and
summarise them thus: "There was a war in what is now Anatolia in
which several of the leading gods were involved." You can thus
emphasise the parts where, for example, a human brain sqnirts from a
crushed skull, which are so much more enjoyable' (58).

From this point onwards, from Chapter 5 to 7 ('Time and the
canon: the search for the Classics'; 'The Classics in an age of
indiscretion'), B. wrestles with ingenuity, irony, and smiling tolerance
with such a varied array of closely intertwined theoretical issues (the
validity/usefulness of the literary canon; the relevance of the classics;
the 'sexualisation' of texts; the originality of monuments vs. the
derivativeuess of written texts; the 'manhunt' for meaning in the text;
the 'unmasking' ofthe author; definitions of 'classic' , both ancient and
modem; and much more), that it is often difficult to pinpoint where the
one argument ends and the next one begins. Not all that is put forward
in these chapters is highly original, or even deeply controversial: in the
seven years intervening from first publication, several of the concepts
enumerated above (such as the validity of the 'canon') have been
challenged and discussed widely, so that B. 's urbane remonstrances
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and logical counter-arguments, if extrapolated, do not break new ground.
However, read within the context ofhis main perspective - indiscretion and
the classics -, his observations seldom fail to provoke further thought. I
enjoyed particularly the epilogue ('The indiscretions of the written word')
and wished that the structure of the volume had not prevented a more
exhaustive treatment ofthe topic oforal vs. written culture. The concluding
paragraph seems designed to further disconcert and challenge the reader
(who, by now, might have regained some complacency): 'So it is with
writing, the most powerful tool we possess for the representation and
conservation of our culture, but, by the same token, a folding mirror that
delivers a final verdict. In the course of time, we have multiplied our
impressions and our shadows, entrusting them to the letters ofthe alphabet.
And now, in the vast archive that we have slowly built up over the course
of centuries, the body of our culture is enclosed' (143). This somewhat
funereal allusion brings to a close a book which had begun with an
optimistic forecast: 'On the contrary, we might even expect some help from
the classics as we try to understand what is going on around us today. They
have witnessed a great deal, and who knows how much more they have yet
to see?' (Preface, 8).

I would certainly recommend that postgraduate students read this
unusual book and meet its challenges, though they should be placed on full
alert while doing so. Professional classicists would also profit from
studying it, but I foresee initial resistance and irritation at its stance and
mode ofdelivery, before appreciation of its insights is acknowledged

The volume is attractively produced, but, considering its slimness,
far too many minor but irritating typographical errors have crept in. [have
made a note of some: 'this' for 'these' (p. 18), 'anniversiaries' for
'anniversaries' (p. 22), 'oneself a' for 'oneself in a' (p. 33), 'women' for
'woman' (pp. 42, 95), 'libidinosus' for 'Iibidinosos' (p. 57), 'ifit at' for 'if
it is at' (p. 58), 'at never-ending' for 'as never-ending' (p. 86), 'tougher
then' for 'tougher than' (p. 88), 'offer' for 'officer' (p. 91), 'AristotleIian'
for 'Aristotelian' (p. 96), 'than an complete' for 'than a complete' (p. 101),
'for us that the' for 'for us than the' (p. 135).

Sira Dambe
University of South Africa, Pretoria
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